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I. INTRODUCTION
 As a result of recent energy crisis, rolling black-

outs, and fluctuating prices, many San Diegan’s are
choosing to install back-up generators to provide
electricity for their home or business, should the
need arise.

Whether purchasing a small portable electric gen-
erator or a large commercial power plant, each can
be dangerous unless properly installed.  Any genera-
tor connected to existing wiring requires a building
permit and city inspections to verify that the connec-
tion is proper and the system is capable of meeting
the load demand.

Also, the source of fuel, such as gasoline, diesel, or
natural gas presents a potential hazard and requires
special evaluation by city staff to insure proper stor-
age and connections. In addition, installation of a
generator may require a special foundation or it may
negatively impact existing structural elements of a
building.  There may be noise or air-pollution issues,
property line setback restrictions, and other permit
or development requirements.

Each case is unique and full of potential problems.
There is risk of damage to your equipment, fire or in-
jury if the generator is not properly connected.  The
best way to insure success and avoid injury to your
family or employees is to obtain a building permit.
Let city staff review the plans and inspect the instal-
lation.  They will be happy to help you or your con-
tractor with code and safety issues.

II. TYPES OF GENERATORS
In general, there are two types of back-up genera-

tor systems:
The “Emergency System” is intended to supply

power essential for safety to human life when normal
power fails.  These systems are required for critical
facilities such as hospitals or fire stations, and high-
rise or large public buildings.  Such systems have
stringent requirements and use a completely isolated
wiring system to insure service in an emergency.
This system is not intended for homes or most busi-
nesses.

The “Standby System” is intended to protect pri-
vate business or property and may be integrated into
existing wiring.  These systems can be turned on
manually or automatically when the primary power
fails.  The standby system is intended only to provide
back-up electricity, and not intended to permanently
replace existing utility power.

Electricity generating equipment that serves as a co-
generation system, feeding electricity back to the util-
ity provider, is not considered a back-up system and
therefore not addressed in this bulletin.  Systems uti-
lizing solar, wind, or water power are also not ad-
dressed in this bulletin.

III. PERMITS
A building permit must be obtained to install a back-

up generator. Permits may be obtained from the De-
velopment Services Department, Information & Appli-
cation Services, 1222 First Avenue, (3rd Floor).  Ap-
pointments are recommended and may be made by
calling (619) 446-5300.

Applications for permits must include three copies of
a plot plan, with a detailed description of the proposed
work, the location of the generator, existing struc-
tures, utilities, property lines, etc. (Refer to Informa-
tion Bulletin 122 for help in how to prepare a plot
plan).  All installations will require a single-line draw-
ing showing the size of the generator, the overcurrent
protection, and the connection to the current building
wiring.

The complexity of the job will dictate which disci-
plines (mechanical, electrical, fire, structural, noise,
hazardous materials, zoning, etc.) need to review and
approve the plans.  During the initial appointment a
Plan Review Specialist will evaluate the plans and
determine which clearances are required.  Most plans
can be checked over-the-counter while you wait.  Par-
ticularly large or complex jobs may require submittal
of plans and a comprehensive plan check, including
county and state agency reviews.

All systems powered by liquid fuel and located within
a structure will be required to obtain a clearance from
Fire-Hazmat.  Liquid fuel powered systems located
outside a building will be required to obtain a clear-
ance from the Fire Department Technical Services
section at 1010 2nd Avenue, Suite-300 (619) 533-4477
when the fuel storage capacity exceeds 10 gallons of
gasoline or 60 gallons of diesel.

Systems that store 55 gallons or more fuel, or other
hazardous materials, are required to obtain clearance
from the County of San Diego, Department of Environ-
mental Health, Hazardous Materials Division, 1225
Imperial Ave., 3rd floor, San Diego, (619) 338-2222.
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